
COMMUNICATIONS AND DISCUSSIONS.

PHONETIC KEYS AND THE SCIENTIFIC ATTITUDE.

Editor Journal of Educational Psychology:
Dear Sir—I am in receipt of a collection of documents which so

well illustrate au attitude that is unfortunately met with occasion-
ally in scientific circles, and so impedes the progress of the discovery
of truth, that it seems worth while to point out its unscientific
character.

These documents comprise a letter from the president of the Iowa
State Teachers' College and five replies to this letter by certain in-
dividuals who apparently made up the committee to report on the
universal key-alphabet.

Personally, 1 am not interested in the key-alphabet. 1 don't
know one kind from the other, but I am interested in children and in
their education, and I gather from one of these letters that the com-
fort, welfare and happiness of children is somehow concerned with
this question of the adoption of a key-alphabet. To an outsider like
myself, having an interest in the child, the situation appears us
follows:

Somebody has proposed a universal ke;\-alphabet which was en-
dorsed by the Department of Superintendence at Mobile, Ala., in
February, 1911.1 A certain psychologist has taken the trouble to
determine by experiment whether this proposed key-alphabet is
adapted to children and is better for them than Ihe old so-called
Webster alphabet. These results have been published. The afore-
said president of the Towa State Teachers' College sends a letter to
certain gentlemen, in which he says: "I desire to have your views
regarding the value of the 'Whipple tests, as well as your reasons why
the Department of Superintendence should not reconsider the action
then taken."

It will be noticed that he does not ask whether the action should be
reconsidered, but wishes reasons why it should not be reconsid-
ered. As for the gentlemen whose answers are published, it may be

'This action was rescinded at the St. Louis mooting. February, 1012.—Eds.
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said that they have merely given what was asked for. President
Keerley does not tell us how many opinions were solicited, how many
were received or whether he reproduces all of those that were re-
ceived.

The five answers published, taken as a whole, are among the most
remarkable documents ever presented in a controversy. So far from
evincing a desire for truth, the spirit of all five reminds me of the
famous advice of the counsel for the defense to his colleague, in
which he said: ''We have no case; abuse the plaintiff's attorney.''
The way in which these worthy gentlemen abuse the psychologist
who has made this investigation leads the reader to believe that they
are more desirous of seeing their own opinions win than they are to
have the truth.

One of these gentlemen (?) even goes so far as to insinuate that
the investigator has brought in results and settled his verdict to
please the men who paid the bill. Surely there is an ethical code in
academic circles which forbids one member of the profession to make
such an insinuation in regard to another. Why, even politics is out-
growing that sort of thing! We recently held a Gubernatorial con-
test in our State of New Jersey in which there was nothing of this
kind from either Democrat or Republican ranks. Each party to the
coniest treated the other as a gentleman throughout the struggle.
Shall we in the scientific and literary realms acknowledge that our
code is lower than that of the politician?

But for the argument. I find nowhere in these letters any sug-
gestion that the matter should be decided in accordance with exami-
nations of children, but rather that the question has already been
decided, and must be forced upon the children by the weight of the
authorities who have adopted the revised key. Only two of the let-
ters make any suggestion as to wherein the investigator has erred,
and wherein, consequently, his results are not satisfactory; and these
suggestions are in the midst of longer paragraphs •which amount
almost to abuse of the investigator.

One writer remarks that the investigator's results are contrary
to reason. He says, "One has only to -look at the two alphabets to
see which is the shorter, the simpler, the easier to write and the bet-
ter adapted to mnemonic processes." This gentleman should be in-
formed that most of the discoveries of science have been considered
contrarv to reason at first.
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Another one of these writers says: "The pupils of this country
deserve the best, and should not be forced to ride in a mediaeval
cart instead of a modern carriage,"' and then naively adds: "We
should find a sjtecialist, a phoueticiau, a philologist or one informed
as to modern methods of teaching English.'' If the proposed key is
solely for the use of specialists, phoneticians, philologists, and the
like, we may agree with this; but if it is for the use of children, how
absurd is such a method of determining its value! Not only do
these writers contradict themselves, but they contradict each other.
One lays great stress upon the fact that the revised alphabet is much
easier to learn than the old. Another oue declares with emphasis
that the time involved in learning the alphabet makes no difference.
Another oue refers to the "apparently biased tone" of the investi-
gator. To the reader of these letters this is amusing, in view of the
evidently biased tone of all the writers.

Finally, another writer admits that the proposed key alphabet is
not perfect, and could be advantageously changed iu details. To
this, one is tempted to say. "If it can be improved, why insist upon
forcing this alphabet upon the children without first making it as
perfect as possible?"

1 am making no attempt to point out all the illustrations of bad
logic and wrong spirit in these letters, but only enough to call the
reader's attention to their general tenor and tone.

In conclusion, may I make a suggestion? Why could not these
gentlemen have been big enough to say, "Here is someone who pro-
poses to submit these two alphabets to a careful test to determine
which one of them is best adapted to childhood. His experiment is
not quite satisfactory to us. but the idea is a good one. }A>i us have
move experiment and abide by the result. If the revised alphabet is
not the best, then let us have the liest." But it is discouraging, or it
would be, if there were any very considerable number of scholars
who proceeded in this prejudiced way, to find these gentlemen lak-
ing the course they have of making ungenOemanly insinuations as
to the honesty of the investigator and urging their claims by the
sheer force of their names and authority. Have we not a higher code
than this, and if we have it not. may we not create such?

HCXUY II.

Vineland. N. J.


